
January 24, 2023 Council Meeting 
The regular meeting of the Council of the City of Martinsville, Virginia was held on January 

24, 2023 in Council Chambers, Municipal Building, at 7:00 PM with Mayor LC Jones presiding. 

Other Council Members present included Kathy Lawson, Chad Martin, Aaron Rawls and Tammy 

Pearson.  Staff present included City Manager Leon Towarnicki, Clerk of Council Karen Roberts, 

Utilities Director Durwin Joyce, and Police Chief Rob Fincher. 

Mayor Jones called the meeting to order and advised Council would go into Closed Session 

beginning at 6:00 PM.  In accordance with the Code of Virginia, Title 2.2 Chapter 37, Freedom 

of Information Act and upon a motion by Council Member Lawson and seconded by Council 

Member Pearson with the following 4-0 recorded vote:  Vice Mayor Rawls, aye; Council Member 

Pearson, aye; Mayor Jones, aye; and Council Member Lawson, aye.  Council Member Martin 

was not in attendance for the vote but joined during Closed Session.  Council convened in Closed 

Session to discuss the following matters: (A) Appointments to boards and commissions, as 

authorized by Subsection 1; and (B) Discussion or consideration of the investment of public 

funds where competition or bargaining is involved, where, if made public initially, the financial 

interest of the governmental unit would be adversely affected, as authorized by Subsection 6.  

At the conclusion of Closed Session, each returning member of Council certified that (1) only 

public business matters exempt from open meeting requirements were discussed in said Closed 

Session; and (2) only those business matters identified in the motion convening the Closed 

Session were heard, discussed, or considered during the meeting.  A motion was made by 

Member Lawson; seconded by Council Member Pearson with the following 5-0 recorded vote in 

favor to return to Open Session: Vice Mayor Rawls, aye; Council Member Martin, aye; Council 

Member Pearson, aye; Council Member Lawson, aye; and Mayor Jones, aye.  

Out of Closed Session, Council Member Lawson made a motion to appoint Kerri Bradley to 

the Architectural Review Board for a 3-year term ending March 31, 2026; Council Member 

Pearson seconded the motion with all Council Members voting in favor.  

Vice Mayor Rawls made a motion to recommend the Circuit Court appoint Michael Greene 

to the Board of Zoning Appeals for a 5-year term ending January 24, 2028; Council Member 

Pearson seconded the motion with all Council Members voting in favor.  

Council Member Lawson made a motion to appoint Tom Conroy to the Transportation Safety 

Committee for an unexpired 4-year term ending December 31, 2026; Council Member Pearson 

seconded the motion with all Council Members voting in favor.  

Council Member Pearson made a motion to appoint William Galyean to the Transportation 

Safety Committee for an unexpired 4-year term ending December 31, 2026; Council Member 

Lawson seconded the motion with all Council Members voting in favor.  

Mayor Jones called the meeting to order and lead the pledge to the American Flag.  Invocation 

was offered by Dr. C. Lee Haywood of Agape Bible Christian Fellowship, 38 Corse Avenue 

Martinsville.  Jones welcomed everyone to the meeting, stating printed agendas could be found 

in the back of the room and on the City website for those watching from home.  



January 24, 2023 Council Meeting 
Read a Proclamation acknowledging February, 2023 as Black History Month – Council 

Member Martin read the proclamation which was presented to Duane Waller. 

 

Conduct a public hearing on a request from the owner of property located at 632 Fayette 

Street, to appeal a decision of the Architectural Review Board denying a demolition requests for 

the residential structure at that location – City Manager Towarnicki explained that the property 

owner has decided to withdraw her request for appeal.  

Hear information related to the establishment of a new commission titled “Emergency 

Housing and Community Support Commission” – Vice Mayor Rawls read the resolution. Vice 

Mayor Rawls made a motion to approve the resolution; Council Member Lawson seconded the 

resolution with all Council Members voting in favor.  Lawson asked to amend the information 

to allow four individuals to serve a 2-year term and three individuals serve a 1-year term and to 

remove the City residency requirements. All Council Members voted in favor of the change.  

Rawls nominated Barbara Seymour, Stephanie Cheryl, Cindy Frank and Amy Rice for 2-year 

terms ending January 24, 2025.  Lawson seconded the motion.  Martin asked if Council would 

allow interested residents to come to Council and express their interest in serving on the board.  

Homeless people can think outside the box and are critical thinkers and he feels that it would 

be positive to have a homeless person on the committee to share a first-hand experience.  Martin 

also mentioned Keith Owens, Ariel Johnson and others that work hand-in-hand with the 

homeless in the area.  Mayor Jones said there will be more space but they would like to move 
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forward with the names they currently have.  Lawson moved that the committee would meet 

twice a month. All Council Members voted in favor.  Pearson made a motion to nominate Sandy 

Hines, Haley Roberson, and Charmain Thornton to the commission for a 1-year term ending 

January 24, 2024; Lawson seconded the motion with all Council Members voting in favor.   

     

Consider approval of an electric rate increase effective February 1, 2023 – Utilities Director 

Durwin Joyce summarized the need for the rate increase and the totals expected from this 

increase.  Joyce said he understands that Council would prefer the 7% increase now (instead of 

8% as discussed at the last meeting) and another 7% in July.  Additionally, Joyce noted that the 

equivalent of a 7% increase could be accomplished by an adjustment in the PCA from 0.01438 

cents/kWh to 0.02268 cents/kWh. Martin said there was a misconception by residents that 

someone in the City was getting a pay raise from this increase and asked Joyce to explain what 

is going on nationally and statewide that is causing this need for a rate increase.  Joyce explained 

that around 2010 is when transmission rates started to increase.  Increases in 2018 and 2020 

were related to transmission rates.  Everything that’s gone on since COVID, with supply chain 

issues, staffing, etc. and an increase in natural gas prices, has caused energy to become more 

expensive. Increased gas prices are the main reason for the increase now. Mayor Jones asked if 

the Electric Department is looking at things to do for the residents to prevent these increases 

from becoming a trend. Joyce said the battery project will make a difference, and the solar 

project going online in 2024 will also help. He doesn’t expect transmission rates to ease up and 

there is not much they can do to prevent those increases over the next 2 years.  The City has 

been trying to get a solar site since 2015 which would be beneficial. Rawls mentioned that there 
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are options and the City is looking into those; we have a community that is on a fixed income 

so everyone will be upset about an increase.  AEP rates are still considerably higher than the 

City rates even with the full increase and the City always has the power back on in our 

community very quickly.  Rawls mentioned weatherization program opportunities.  He is trying 

to reach out to that group to potentially cut utilities. Joyce said there have always been 

weatherization programs so if people were thinking of doing upgrades, now is the time with so 

many incentives.  Electric Department page on the City website has links and information on 

how to save energy. Rawls mentioned upgrades such as replacement windows and a new heat 

pump could save significantly.  Lawson said there are programs in the community for lower-

income families to apply for heating and fuel assistance. Senior citizens can get a discount on 

the utility bill by completing a form and presenting proof of age.   Pearson said communication 

is vital and asked if information can be provided in utility bills. Vice Mayor Rawls made a motion 

to approve the Resolution for a change in the PCA equivalent to a 7% increase effective February 

1, Council Member Lawson seconded the motion with all Council Members voting in favor.  
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Consider approval of the 2023 Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (CEDS) list 

– City Manager Towarnicki summarized the CEDS list and the changes made as requested by 

Council at a previous work session.  Council Member Lawson made the motion to approve the 

CEDS list, Council Member Martin seconded the motion.  Mayor Jones asked about the 

Southside Park and ARPA funds allocated to that, he would think that the other parks would 

hold just as much significance as Southside Park.  Towarnicki explained that $3 million has 

been allocated for Southside Park but that project would not use that total and could be dropped 

back to $1million.  Council Member Martin explained that 40% of the funds must be spent in 

communities of color or lower income.  The City did apply for a grant through USDA to help 

facilitate a public process to see what improvements need to be made to all City parks. They 

hope to get those projects started soon with community meetings and discussions about parks 

and what residents want to see.  Council Member Pearson asked about the YMCA and the Boys 



January 24, 2023 Council Meeting 
and Girls Club.  Towarnicki said he would look into that.  All Council Members voted in favor.    
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Consider approval of the consent agenda – Council Member Lawson made a motion to 

approve the consent agenda as presented; Rawls seconded the motion. Lawson asked about 

what the school construction grant entitlement program is.  Towarnicki will look into that 

further and will convey information to Council.  All Council Members voted favor.  
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Business from the Floor – Ural Harris of 217 Stuart Street expressed concern over the 

property assessment and stated that it is not fair.  If a house is sold for more than it is valued, 

then it raises the assessment of other houses in that area.  Tax rates need to go back to where 

it is revenue neutral. New Council Members have already broken their promise to not raise taxes; 

they said they had a plan and would make cuts.  Harris asked if the tax rate increase will be 

used to balance the budget?  Officials had said before reversion was cancelled that there was 

plenty of money, where is that money now? Harris doesn’t agree with the reversion process and 

stated that Council did not proceed correctly with that.  Harris asked Pearson why she went 

from letting citizens voice opinions on reversion, to allowing only three Council Members to 

decide without citizen input.  Harris mention Rawls who made the statement that the reason he 

killed reversion was because City employees would not know where they stood.  His statement 

affecting 25-50 employees should not have determined reversion or not for the City.  Harris said 

Lawson had mentioned that County had treated the City like a red-headed stepchild for years.  

The City has no leverage so the County has no incentive to negotiate.  These misdeeds by the 

City and the County should be revealed to the public especially with the electric increase and 

property assessment being an almost 50% increase.  

Bobby Price of 101 East Main Street says that the Uptown issue with homeless is healing 

and it’s noticed.  Price pointed out Chief Fincher and the Police Department’s actions.  He said 

there is an increasing network of business owners coming together to help with the homeless 

situation and it seems to be improving.  He wants to let the public know that the City is getting 

back to where they were and there is a noticeable difference in the number of homeless in the 

area.  Price thanked Council for their efforts.   

Leroy Hairston said he is appalled but with each meeting, everyone will have an opinion.  It 

takes everyone to pull together and network to make the City what it is.  We cannot change the 

world but the world can change us. He appreciates how things are getting better and he knows 

it will take time.  Hairston apologized if he upset anyone but he stands his ground.  A couple of 
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weeks ago, the garbage truck came to his house and he picked up more trash after the truck 

was gone. He called and complained about it.  He pays a garbage collection fee but people should 

take pride in their work and in their community. Hairston encourages everyone to come together. 

It’s time for changes to be made but it will be gradual.  

Michael Green of 402 Oakdale Street is new to the City. He relocated here in 2018 and fell 

in love with Martinsville.  Green asked about the budget and funds for the redevelopment of City 

parks.  Green asked if there was an engineering department that takes a look at each park, 

assesses the need, puts it out to bid and hires contractors to do the work? Were any reserve 

funds not used sent back to the City to be applied to the budget or moved forward for the next 

city budget?  Towarnicki explained that the engineering department currently consists of 1 

person and that the Engineer’s position is vacant.  A percentage of the ARPA money was set 

aside for parks. Not every park has been assessed at this time.  The City has a Park Plan that 

was done 10-12 years ago that looked at everything but a lot has changed in that time.  Council 

Members observe the parks during neighborhood tours and consider concerns expressed by 

citizens about parks that need work or if there is a park no longer needed. There is a grant in 

the works that will include public meetings where citizens can voice opinions about various 

parks in the City.  Green asked if any of this potential work would be executed in 2023?  

Towarnicki explained that yes, it would be; he expects the neighborhood meetings to begin in 

the Spring and work should begin later this fall. Green says Martinsville has incredible potential 

for growth and is a major hub for southwestern Virginia.  

Comments by City Council – Council Member Pearson asked Police Chief Fincher to explain 

the partnership with the State Police and Governor Younkins.  Fincher explained the Blue Line 

Initiative was a way to reduce crime using State ARPA funds.  One project has allowed 

Martinsville to bring State Troopers into the City limits.  There has been more success from the 

troopers that citizens didn’t see; Troopers assisted Martinsville officers by going through 

outstanding warrant files. By utilizing the State Police resources, the City was able to arrest 

several violent offenders and others that were charged with drug distribution.  This partnership 

allowed the City officers to go into other jurisdictions and across state lines to serve warrants.  

Partnership initiative will be ongoing through the end of the year. Council Member Martin 

referred to Mr. Green’s point about Martinsville being an amazing area; people say that 

Martinsville is a retirement community and it comes across as a negative statement but Martin 

explained that no one comes to retire in a community that is crime ridden or not a beautiful 

place to live.  Martin suggested a group be formed to hear various ideas about improving 

Martinsville.  Ted Talk talks about the opposite of addiction is not sobriety, but connections.  

Martin would like the opportunity to discuss with business owners about how the City can 

present a position in a way that someone wants to work it.  Martin said the biggest indicator of 

your health is your area code; 20% of your health is genetics, 80% is where you live. Martin 

would like to see the EPA mapping tool presented at a February meeting. Council Member 
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Lawson thanked everyone who’s reached out to them with the homeless situation in Uptown.  

All Council Members have been overwhelmed with calls and emails voicing concerns about 

property reassessments. Last year was the inflated rate on autos and Council was able to come 

up with a solution; she feels certain that adjustments could be made towards these property 

reassessments. Thank you to the citizens for understanding and being receptive.  Vice Mayor 

Rawls said the assessment was partly related to lack of housing in Martinsville; no one likes 

their assessments to go up but it’s a cool indicator for the future of Martinsville.  Martinsville is 

a place where people want to live and baby boomers are the wealthiest of the population; we 

want them in Martinsville along with retirees. Anyone with ideas please reach out to Council 

Members. Rawls gave a shout out to Police Chief Fincher for listening to the citizens, sharing 

that Fincher is unbelievably responsive to the situation Uptown.  When Fincher stepped up, 

people noticed and Rawls thanked those on the frontline for that. At the end of the day, everyone 

wants a vibrant City. Rawls thanked Gene Teague for sharing his budget expertise with him. 

Mayor Jones thanked residents for voicing opinions and he thanked Police Chief Fincher and 

the Police Department for the work they are doing Uptown. He will be working with City Manager 

Towarnicki this week to put together a list of resources before the next council meeting.  He 

wants to get the Commissioner of Revenue to talk about assessments at the next meeting. 

Everyone is in this together and it helps to have people from other areas to bring in expertise. 

All comments are welcome.  

Comments by the City Manager – none 

There being no further business, Council Member Lawson made a motion to adjourn the 

meeting at 8:30pm. 

 

 

______________________________________   ______________________________________ 

Karen Roberts, Clerk of Council    LC Jones, Mayor 

 

   


